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Description

Cognitive therapy addresses cognition at three levels: 
automatic thoughts, conditional assumptions, and 
core beliefs (schemas). Metaphors are a helpful way 
for clients to understand what schemas are and how 
they often operate to maintain a status-quo. Schema 
Metaphors is an illustrated series of metaphors to aid 
understanding of what schemas are and how they shape 
our perceptions.

References
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Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – to provoke a discussion and 
explore your client’s beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – to improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Supervision tool – to develop formulations and 
knowledge.

• Teaching resource – a learning tool during training.
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Schema Metaphors

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Schemas shape the way we see the world. They work to maintain themselves.  
There are di�erent helpful metaphors for thinking about how schemas work.

I’m stupid

I failed my exams when I was 15.

I’m dyslexic and my teacher at school
said I’d never amount to anything.
I lost my temper and shouted at 
my children.

I have successfully run my own business
for 23 years.
I won the pub quiz with my friends.

My hobby is photography and I have
exhibited pictures in a national event.

Event PerceptionSchema

Event Perception

DANGER WARNING

SAFETY
LIFE IS OK

HAPPINESS

JOY

SUCCESS

Schema

Seeing the world ‘as it is’:

Seeing the world through a schema:

Schemas are prejudices. They are like
a shape with a ‘cut out’, and only pay
attention to other shapes which ‘�t’.

Schemas are like a magnet
which attracts some bits of
evidence and repels others.

Schemas are like lenses or prisms which only
show you a certain view of the world.

Schemas are like a ‘Mental Crusher’ that only allows
information consistent with the schema to enter the ‘head’. 
Information that is not consistent with the schema will be
ignored, forgotten, or crushed into a form which does �t.

‘Mental Crusher’ adapted from:
Butler, Fennell & Hackmann (2008). Cognitive behavioral
therapy for anxiety disorders. New York: Guilford Press Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Schema Metaphors
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Resource format: Professional
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Last updated by: JP
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